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"OF  STARS  AND  STABLES" 


"...and,  lo,  the  star,   which  they  saw  in  the  east 
went  before  them,  till  it  came  and  stood  over  where 
the  young  child  was."  (Matthew  2?9"b, 


No  Christmas  creche  would  be  complete  without  a 
star.   The  star  the  wise  men  saw  at  its  rising.   The 
star  they  followed  till  it  stood  above  the  place  where 
the  young  child  lay.  There  are  only  two  nativity  nar- 
ratives in  Scripture,  one  in  the  Gospel  according  to 
St.  Luke  and  the  other  in  the  Gospel  according  to  St. 
Matthew.  But  only  Matthew  makes  mention  of  the  visit 
of  the  Magi.   The  popular  view  lists  these  men  as 
kings  and  makes  them  three  in  number.  According  to 
Armenian  tradition,  their  names  are  Balthazar,  Caspar 
and  Melchior.   But  the  truth  is  that  we  know  neither 
their  names,  nor  their  number.   Rather  than  kings,  the 
chances  are  that  they  were  really  astrologer  priests. 

Symbolically,  the  Wise  Men  suggest  the  signifi- 
cance of  Christ  for  the  world  at  large.  Though  born 
to  Israel,  Jesus  Christ  is  for  all  men.  "He  came  unto 
his  own,  and  his  own  received  him  not.   But  as  many  as 
received  him,  to  them  gave  he  power  to  become  the  Sons 
of  God."  (John  1:11-12)  And  there  is  ample  evidence 
in  the  Gospels  that  Jesus  received  recognition  and  tri- 
bute beyond  the  pale  of  Judaism.   It  may  be  that  St. 
Matthew  included  the  visit  of  these  men  because  he 
sensed  that  in  their  coming  an  old  prophesy  stood  ful- 
filled:  "Gentiles  shall  come  to  thy  light  and  kings 
to  the  brightness  of  Thy  rising."  (Isaiah  60:3) 

But  beyond  their  symbolic  significance,  these  men 
are  deserving  of  our  praise  and  attention  because  they 
•were  willing  to  follow  their  star  until.  Until  it  stood 
Kover  the  place  where  the  young  child  was,"  And  what 
a  comedown  that  must  have  been.  Looking  for  a  king, 
they  find  instead  a  baby.  Anticipating  a  palace,  they 
find  instead  a  stable,  or  at  least  one  who  was  born  in 
a  stable . 


The  star  here  represents  vision- that  which  reaches 
us  from  the  other  side,  a  moment  of  illumination  that 
ignites  the  imagination  and  fires  the  will.   The  stable, 
on  the  other  hand,  suggests  the  harsh  realities  to 
which  our  visions  often  lead.  We  Christians  have  roman- 
ticized that  stable.   In  truth  it  was  a  place  of  pun- 
gent, stubborn  odors,  dank,  depressing,  disappointing. 
But  this  is  the  way  life  comes  to  each  of  us  -  as  a  mix 
of  star  and  stable .  And  we  spend  our  years  trying  to 
reconcile  and  understand  the  two. 

Our  troubles  come  in  bunches  when  we  fail  to  hold 
the  se  two  in  balance  -  the  star  and  the  stable .   There 
are  times  in  history  when  we  suffer  from  too  much  star 
and  not  enough  stable.   This  is  the  plight  of  the  ideal- 
ist, the  man  who  has  sighted  his  star,  or  perhaps,  more 
correctly,  has  been  sighted  by  his  star.   Vision  is 
good  for  "where  there  is  no  vision  the  people  perish." 
(Proverbs  29:l8)  But  the  same  idealist  who  is  appre- 
hended by  a  star  is  frequently  repelled  by  the  place 
to  which  it  leads.   He  has  re-entry  problems.   He  does 
not  know  how  to  coordinate  the  vision  that  has  illu- 
mined his  heart  with  the  reality  that  stands  there  be- 
fore him.   He  does  not  know  how  to  live  with  a  vision 
of  the  way  things  ought  to  be  when  he  comes  face  to 
face  with  the  way  things  are .  Richard  Shaull  of  Prince- 
ton Seminary  commenting  on  the  earthiness  of  our  Chris- 
tian faith  wrote :   "Biblical  faith,  contrary  to  most  of 
the  ancient  religions,  does  not  set  us  within  an  eter- 
nal metaphysical  order,  but  rather  focuses  our  atten- 
tion on  man' s  life  within  history.   There,  in  the  midst 
of  the  common  experiences  of  daily  life  in  family,  com- 
munity, and  nation,  God  meets  and  calls  his  people."  19 
Thejre  those  who  hear  and  respond  find  themselves  in  a 
dynamic  hisftje^caj^-'pl^oce'Sls^^  is 

a /divine  purpose"' for  and  realization  of  human  deliver- 
ance .  "  1 

I  remember  the  mother  who  came  to  me  to  say  that 
when  her  two  children,  both  in  their  early  teens,  went 
with  her  to  see  the  movie,  "A  Man  for  All  Seasons," 
they  cried  in  a  theater  for  the  first  time.   She  was 
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mystified  at  this  because  they  had  watched,,  as  most 
children  do,  some  of  the  violence  on  television  with 
never  a  tear.   They  had  seen  some  of  the  scientific 
fantasies  that  television  gives  without  crying.  As  she 
tried  to  understand  why  this  particular  drama  brought 
them  to  tears,  it  dawned  upon  her  that  this  was  the 
first  time  in  their  experience  when  a  good  man,   Sir 
Thomas  Moore,  was  put  to  death  and  did  not  win.  Like 
it  or  not,  this  is  the  kind  of  world  in  which  our  vi- 
sions must  survive .   The  fatality  rate  for  visions  in 
our  time  is  very  very  high. 

I  think,  for  example,  of  a  whole  generation  of 
young  people  who  not  so  long  ago  had  a  burning  desire 
to  see  the  social  ills  of  our  society  corrected.  At 
considerable  sacrifice  in  many  cases,  they  signed  up 
and  placed  themselves  on  the  line.  They  gave  of  their 
time  and  money.   They  protested.   They  marched.   They 
organized.   They  circulated  petitions.   They  even  suf- 
fered imprisonment.   The  original  goal  was  the  aboli= 
tion  of  racism  in  this  country.   But  there  are  many 
from  that  generation  who  are  totally  disillusioned  now. 
The  gap  between  forecast  and  outcome  has  paralyzed  them. 
Some  have  become  hippies  choosing  to  ride  on  the  wings 
of  drugs  beyond  the  reach  of  history,   ft.3  in  r  uniji  gBre*^ 
ident  of  the-  South  African  Liberal  Party,  commenting  on 
this  very/point  said,  "I  have^ known  people  who,  when 
their  romantic  illusion  Is  finally  destroyed  cease  to 
believe  anything  excepj^thftru  man  is  bad  and  life  intol- 
erable7; who  feel  thai/they^iiSve  come,  to  use/ Thomas \j 
Wolf  & '  s  magnificent/words,  'from  the—person  of  .their / 
moth^rs^flash  i#to  the  unspeakable  and  inct5mmu»±cable 
prison  of  thi§~earth . ' "  ^ 

Too  much  star  and  not  enough  stable  I     They  should 
have  known  that  the  black  man  would  not  be  altogether 
free  of  the  vilest  traits  of  his  white  oppressors.  They 
should  have  known  that  the  white  man  would  not  yield 
over  his  power  easily  and  with  a  smile.  We  pray,  "Thy 
kingdom  come,  Thy  will  be  done  on  earth, "  because  that 
kingdom  has  not  come  and  that  will  is  not  yet  being 
done. 


I  think  of  young  men  whom  I  have  known  in  the 
ministry  who  were  granted  an  almost  terrifying  vision 
of  the  potential  of  the  Christian  church.  (l-ea4&y 
talking -3&Lkh  ministeri a,]^students-a-&-much  as  I  enjoy 
1^ik-in^pw±*fck^aj2y.Qne . )   T^havp  peer1  g^™^  ^-p  ^ntsTS^  young 
m£n_jiQfi  wnmr-n  cnmrr  intrh-pnrinnnri  nn  nf  a  Ttew  of  the 
phnrfh  th^t  fod  ha  s  nevfr  graarteefe*  me .  As  Christ  claim^* 
their  lives  they  gaim a  sense  of  cohesion,  believing 
that  all  things  add  u^and  hold  together  in  Him.  With 
enviable  zeal  they  prepared/themselves  to  move  with  a 
church  that  the  gates  of  hell  itself  caa»e^r withstand . 

Alas,  a  few  years  later  they  come  to  the  stable, 
a  local  church  in  a  small  town.  With  a  high  sense  of 
what  preaching  might  achieve  they  develop  sermons  over 
those  first  two  years  that  are  directed  to  the  Secre- 
tary of  State .  But  the  Secretary  of  State  has  not 
deigned  to  worship  in  that  church.  They  see  their  par- 
ish as  a  dull  reflection  of  the  status  quo.   They  are 
appalled  by  the  pettiness  that  can  prevail  in  Christian 
community.   They  are  repelled  by  the  "arms-length"  fel- 
lowship.  They  feel  that  the  church  has  "a  form  of  god- 
liness but  denies  the  power  thereof."  (2  Timothy  3*5) 
There  are  some  denominations  that  will  not  let  a  man 
teach  in  a  seminary  or  administer  on  a  church  board 
until  he  has  been  to  such  a  stable,  and  I  think  this 
makes  good  sense.   Should  we  not  as  long  as  we  are  part 
of  the  church  of  Jesus  Christ  understand  that  the  ideal 
is  never  fully  actualized  in  any  parishl  Every  church, 
including  this  one,  is  a  mix  of  grime  and  glory. 

I  think  of  adults,  middle  years  or  beyond,  who 
made  a  striking  start  when  they  moved  out  to  follow 
Christ.   They  were  aroused  by  the  fact  that  so  many  in 
the  church  were  only  nominally  related  to  Christ.  Per- 
haps at  a  retreat,  perhaps  at  a  summer  conference  they 
were  addressed  by  the  living  Word  and  made  the  ultimate 
answer,  "Yes."  In  the  beginning  the  yardage  was  easy 
to  pick  up.   God  seems  to  answer  our  first  prayers. 
They  were  able  by  God's  help  to  lop  off  the  more  glar- 
ing sins  in  which  they  had  participated  and  to  take  on 
at  least  those  graces  that  were  somewhat  congenial  to 
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their  nature.   But  of  recent  years  the  yardage  has 
come  hardo   They  find  themselves  falling  on  their 
knees  confessing  the  same  old  tired  persistant  sins. 
As  they  are  granted  more  and  more  self- illumination 
they  can  only  hold  up  their  hands  and  say  "Alas„" 
They  find  themselves  coming  around  again  and  again  to 
vhere  St.  Paul  was  when  he  said,  "For  the  good  that 
I  would,  I  do  not:  but  the  evil  which  I  would  not, 
that  I  do."  (Romans  7° 19)   These  people  are  suffering 
from  too  much  star  and  not  enough  stable.   Perfection- 
ism does  not  belong  to  the  teaching  of  the  New  Testa- 
ment.  "He  knows  our  frame;  he  remembers  that  we  are 
dust."  (Psalm  103:1*0   If  only  we  would  know  and  re- 
member I      "Beloved,  now  are  we  the  sons  of  God,  but 
what  we  shall  be  has  not  yet  appeared."  (l  John  3:2 
revised  for  emphasis) 

Sometimes  we  succumb  to  the  opposite  affliction, 
too  much  stable  and  not  enough  star.   This  applies  to 
people  who  are  forever  looking  on  the  dark  side  of 
life.   They  are  disbelieveing,  cynical,  doubting.  They 
have  never  stood  in  the  presence  of  a  grand  vision 
that  would  give  meaning  to  their  years.   At  times  I 
suspect  that  some  of  the  literature  of  the  Death  of 
God  school  says  more  about  a  loss  of  faith  in  the 
writer  than  a  loss  of  life  in  God,  We  cannot  live  in 
this  world  without  some  sort  of  vision.  For  one  thing, 
our  history  is  too  ambiguous  without  a  vision.  You 
remember  the  story  of  Penelope  who  hoped  in  her  heart 
that  Ulysses  would  return.  Another  suitor,  however, 
was  trying  to  win  her  hand  in  marriage .   Penelope 
stalled  by  agreeing  to  make  a  decision  after  she  had 
finished  making  a  robe  for  the  funeral  canopy  of 
Laertes,  her  husband's  father.  According  to  Bulfinch's 
Mythology,  "During  the  day  she  worked  at  the  robe,  but 
in  the  night  she  undid  the  work  of  the  day.   This  is 
the  famous  Penelope's  web,  which  is  used  as  a  prover- 
bial expression  for  anything  which  is  perpetually  do- 
ing but  never  done . "  2>     We  live  in  a  "yes  and  no"  kind 
of  world.  % 

Without  a  vision  we  really  cannot  endure  the 
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sheer  humdrum  and  "dailyness"  of  life.   I'm  drawn  to 
the  story  of  the  man  in  the  mine  who  drew  sympathy 
from  a  visitor  passing  through.   The  tourist  commiser- 
ated with  the  miner  saying  how  sorry  he  was  for  him 
spending  his  time  monotonously  picking  coal  down  there 
in  those  dark  tunnels.   The  miner  picked  up  a  piece  of 
coal  and  said,  "I  don't  think  you  quite  understand. 
This  is  not  just  a  lump  of  coal.   This  is  light  and 
heat  and  power.  Perhaps  it  will  light  a  city  street,  or 
it  may  warm  a  home,  or  run  a  train.   I'm  not  just  a 
miner  for  this  company.   I'm  the  helper  of  people  who 
never  heard  of  me."  This  is  vision. 

Our  young  people  make  a  great  mistake  when  they 
polarize  vision  and  action.   It  is  the  vision  of  eter- 
nity that  gives  us  our  hold  on  time.   Frequently  it  is 
a  long,  long  way  from  the  star  to  the  place  of  service . 
How  far  it  was  for  Moses  from  the  burning  bush  to  ad- 
judicating a  dispute  in  the  wilderness \      How  far  for 
St.  Paul  from  the  Damascus  road  to  telling  Euodia  and 
Syntyche  to  behave  themselves I   How  far  for  John  the 
Baptist  from  the  banks  of  the  Jordan  to  Herod's  death 
celll   It  was  the  vision  that  sustained  them. 

Robert  E.  Speer  was  one  of  the  great  missionary 
statesmen  of  our  century.   He  spent  most  of  his  years 
going  from  place  to  place  trying  to  warm  the  hearts  of 
people  toward  the  worldwide  cause  of  Christ.   At  one 
time  he  wrote  back  to  his  wife,  "It  is  tiring  work, 
speaking  three  times  a  day  and  talking  incessantly,  rid- 
ing in  slow  trains;  days  like  these  are  not  bodily  rest- 
ful, but  this  is  a  fruitful  expenditure  of  life."  ^ 
How  did  he  know?  He  had  a  vision. 

I  was  privileged  in  the  early  years  of  my  ministry 
to  come  to  know  Dr.  Samuel  E.  Zwemer,   the  pioneer  mis- 
sionary to  Arabia.   A  man  who,  perhaps,  by  today's 
standards  would  see  his  methods  and  theology  called  in 
question,  but  a  man  who,  nonetheless,  was  resolute  in 
staying  with  the  vision,  even  during  times  of  critical 
personal  loss.   Far,  far  away  from  home  he  lost  his 
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four  year  old  daughter  Ruth,  and  his  seven  year  old 
daughter,  Katharina,  within  a  span  of  eight  days. 
Their  bodies  were  laid  to  rest  in  a  grave  on  Bahrein 
Island  in  the  Persian  Gulf.  One  headstone  served 
both,  one  inscription,  "Worthy  is  the  lamb  that  "was 
slain  to  receive  riches . "  (Rev.  5:12)  A  vision  is 
not  a  sedative;  it  is  a  stimulant.  The  man  with  a 
star  in  his  soul  can  take  a  stable  in  stride. 

Arthur  Miller  claims  that  "Character  is  deter- 
mined by  a  person's  moment  of  commitment  when  he 
chooses  his  star  out  of  a  sky  of  stars."  For  us  as 
Christians  the  star  is  Jesus  Christ  whom  Browning  de- 
scribed as  the  "Star  that  chose  to  stoop  and  stay  for 
us."  When  that  star  commands  our  hearts,  it  frees 
our  hands  and  feet  for  service  in  the  stables  of  the 
world . 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

We  thank  Thee,  God,  for  the  vision  of 
a  world  at  peace  with  itself  and 
Thee. 

Grant  that  this  vision  may  be  within 
us  a  source  of  constancy  and  courage 

As  in  Thy  mercy  Thou  hast  revealed 
Thyself  to  us, 

So  now  -  reveal  Thyself  through  us 
for  the  healing  of  the  nations 
Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 


v 
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